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{ 57) The present invention provides a system for 
providing o virtual office, the System comprising: (i) an 
Internet-connected server having input end cceeas 
tapnbilities, (ii) a means on the server for receiving 
instructions input from a first remote Rite and for creating 
a dedicated internet web-$ate having a unique address 
based on the received instructions; (iii) means to 
communicate the unique address of the dedicated web* 
she to a nominated second remote site; (iv) means to 
hcccs* contents of Ihc dedicated web-sile by the &cond 
remote site via a veb-browser installed at the arcond 
remote site; and (v) means to store information in the 
dedicated web-site input via a web-browser installed at 
Ihcfirat or the second remote she. A method of using the 
system is also provided. 



Industrie Canada 'ncfostry Ca<tac*a 



CA 0x2*1026 1997-11-07 



ABSTRACT OF THE DISCLOSURE 

The present Invention provides a system for providing a virtual office, the 
system comprising: (i) an internet-connected server having Input and access 
capabilities; (ii) a means on the server for receiving instructions Input from a 'first 
remote site and for creating a dedicated internet wd>site having a unique address based 
on the received instructions; (HI) means to communicate the unique address of the 
dedicated web -site to a nominated second remote site; (iv) means to access contents of 
the dedicated web-site by the second remote site via a web-browser installed at the 
second remote site; and (v) means to store Information in the dedicated web-site inpus 
via a web-bcowser installed at the Erst or the second remote site. A method of using 
the system Is also provided. 
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FIELD OP THE- INVENTION 

The present invention relates to the field of collaborative software systems, 
Moro specifically, the Invention relates to a system and method for providing Intcrnet- 
5 base groupware application functionality. 

prerRirnoN orrm pmon ari 

Recently, the need for collaborative computing environments has been receiving 
Increasing attention. People are finding that it is more and more important to share 
10 information and work together to meet common goals. With increasing specialization 
in the marketplace, there is frequent need to work together with people from different 
offices, different organizations and even different countries to satisfy the requirements 
of a particular project or goal. Managing collaborative initiatives of this type is not a 
simple matter. 

15 Electronic network based, project management server systems are known. For 

example, United States patent number 5,543,506 [Srinivasan] discloses an automated, 
electronic network based; project management server system for managing multiple 
work group*. The system comprises a core piece of software which runs on a host 
server computer system and interacts with a messaging system such as email or 

20 facsimile. The system compiles multi-project plans into a multi-project database and 
tracks the ownership of projects, tasks and resources within the plans. The system 
automatically checks all resource requests and if resource availability limits axe 
exceeded then resources are allocated on projects based on priorities and project plans 
ere changed accordingly. The system Is also programmed to send out reminders and 

25 follow-ups and the databases are continuously updated based on status changes reported 
by work group members. Srinlvasan teaches that the conmiunlcatkra network may be 
facsimile, local area network (LAM), wide area network (WAN) or telephone network. 

One of the disadvantages of known electronic network-based, collaborative 
server systems is that the user muat install all the communication lines, server 

30 technology and support software and have expertise necessary to implement the system. 
The installation and maintenance of such a system is time-consuming and costly. 
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It is an object of the present invention to obviate and mitigate at least one of the 
disadvantages of the prior art. 

STfMTWY QP ™ invention 

5 Accordingly, in one of its aspects, the present invention provides a system for 

providing a virtual office, the system comprising: 

(i) an ImemcX-connectcd server having toput and access capabilities; 
(H) a means on the server for receiving instructions input from a first remote 
site and for creating a dedicated internet web-sile having a unique address based on the 
10 received instructions; 

(ui) means to communicate the unique address of the dedicated web-site to 
a nominated second remote site; 

(iv) means to access contents of the dedicated web-site by the second remote 
site via a web-browser installed at the second remote site; and 

15 (v) means to store information in the dedicated web-sitc input via a web- 

browser installed at the first or the second remote site. 

In another aspect the present invention provides a system to provide a team of 
users with internet-based group ware application functionality, comprising: 

(0 an internet-connected server having a means to receive an initiate 
20 ins traction from a remote primary user; 

(if) » means to create a dedicated web-site on the server in response to the 
initiate instruction; 

(iii) means to send information including the address of the dedicated web- 
site to at least one secondary user nominated by the primary user; 
25 (iv) means to receive information at the dedicated web-site sent by the at 

least one secondary user over the internet; 

(v) means to store information at the dedicated web-site at the request of the 
primary and the at least one secondary user; 

(vi) means to permit processing of the information stored at the dedicated 
30 web-site by the primary and the at least one secondary user, and 
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(vli) means to access stored and processed information to the primary user 
and the at least one secondary user for display. 

In yet another aspect, the present invention provides a method for providing a 
virtual office, comprising: 
5 (i) providing an internet-connected server having input and access 

capabilities; 

(it) ' receiving instructions input from a first remote site and for creating a 
dedicated internet web-site on (he server, the dedicated web-site having a unique 
address based on the received instructions; 
10 (iii) communicating the unique address of the dedicated web-site to a 

nominated second remote site; 

(3v) downloading contents of the dedkaled web-she to the second remote site 
via a web-browser installed at the second remote site; and 

(v) storing information in the dedicated web-site uploaded via a web- 
15 browser installed at the first or the second remote site. 



PI TO J >^C RgTIQN OF TMB PP^wiNGg 

An embodiment of the present invention will be described, by way of example 
20 only, with reference to the accompanying drawings, in which: 

Figure 1 is schematic representation of a system in accordance with one 
embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 2 Is an flowchart outlining the operation of the system; and 

Figures 3a-3g arc reproductions of web-pages from a web-site created in 
25 accordance with the present invention. 



DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBC 
A system to provide a team of users with internet-based groupware application 
functionality is accordance with the present invention is shown schematically in Figure 
30 1. 
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The system generally comprises an interact connected server 10 vrincb bas n^vt 
and access capabilities via two-way comumnicadon lines, sods as caiBinank&ioQ Encs 
15,20. Server 30 comprises a means to create a dedicated web-site 25 On the server 
in rcspoase from an initiate request from a first remote user 30. Dedicated web-site 
5 30 has A unique Internet address. Server 10 further coenprises a means to send 
information, including the unique address of tbe dedicated web-site, to at least ooe 
secondary user 40 f nominated by the primary user 30. 

For ease of understanding, "primary user 30" will hereinafter be referred to as 
"Group Leader" and "at least one secondary user 40* will bcrdnaficr be referred Co as 
10 "Worker 1 \ Other secondary users will be referred to as "Worker 2", "Worker 3* 
etc, 

Both Group Leader and Worker 1 can communicate with server 10 by means 
of a standard Internet browser, such as Netscape Navigator 1 " or Microsoft Explorer*, 
I.e., there is no requirement dial chher Group Leader or Worker tovc access to 

13 specialised *ofhvart ^ppGcatJons hroroer to utilize Ac system of tbe present ssventioa. 

Once connected to dedicated web«sitc 25 created on server 10, Group Leader 
and Worker both lave access to at least some of tbe iitfxinaiion stored «* «be «*b~$te, 
the ability to access and process at least some of tbe WomntJon and the flWSty to input 
and store processed and/or new infonnatlon. All tbe specialized software Wbkfa 

20 provides the functional requirements to give Croup Leader and Worker these abilities 
is provided by server 10 via dedicated web-she 25. Once again. Creep Leader send 
worker do not require any specialized software applications otter (ban a standard 
internet browser. 

It w31 be apparent that, as tbe system of tbe present Invention is inleraet-based, 
25 the nature of cornranm'cation lines, such as line 15 between server 10 sod Grtxjp 
Leader, is not particularly limited. Suicablc mtcroet-adapcable <joMiiiHiitfcation lines 
Include public telephone networks, private telephone networks, satellite links, ctbernet 
links, etc. Tbese communication lines arc already in place if Gxonp Leader and 
Worker have existing internet access. As stated above, server 10 is bteny*<*>Bn«3cd. 
30 As will also be apparent, tbe geographic locations of Group Lesder, Worker and server 
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10 are only limited by internet accessibility, I.e., all three need not be la the same city, 
county oi even continent. 

IHe web-site created in response to the Initiate request can be thought of as 
being a virtual private office suite. Hie virtual office suhe is effectively rentable from 
5 the server on which, it is created for a period of time desired by the rentor, after which 
time the office suite ceases to exist. The office comes complete with ail the application 
software required to permit group activity within the virtual office. The operator of 
the server can construct a particular virtual private office suite to include the specific 
applications requested by the user. Thus, an advantage of the present system is that 

10 the user is provided with a customized, secure office site in which the user and his/her 
team can access applications software without the need for each team member to have 
individual copies of each applications software. The system of the present invention 
is "end-user friendly", i.e., neither Group Leader or Worker need specialist computer 
knowledge to mate use of the system. There is no requirement for the user to have an 

15 ia-bouse Information Technology specialist. 

Tho system of the present invention is further understood when described by 
its mode of operation and with reference to Figure 2. 

la order to create a virtual office suite, a Group Leader contacts the home page 
of a remote internet connected server (110) and the server determines whether the 

20 Group Leader Is an existing system user (120). If the Group Leader Is not an existing 
user, the server enters an administration subsystem 130 which registers (140) the user. 

Administration subsystem 130 controls ail the day to day management of 
subscriber account* on the system. It contains en the code and script required to 
automate billing, for invoice generation, for workgroup cize monitoring and database 

25 size monitoring. Further, the administration subsystem Is responsible for monitoring 
server traffic and hit counts and die control of the offering of additional subscriber 
applications. 

If the Group Leader is an existing user, the server determines whether the 
Group Leader wishes to eater an existing workgroup with a pre-defined web-site or 
30 whether the Group Leader wishes to create a oew workgroup with a new, unique web- 
site (ISO). 
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If the Group Lender wishes to enter an existing workgroup the server permits 
access to the pre-defined web-site (160). As will be apparent, the Group Leader could 
enter the pre-defined web-site directly from his/her web browser. U is not necessary 
to enter the server home page before entering a workgroup once a dedicated web-site 
5 has been set up. 

If the Group Leader wishes to create a new workgroup, he/she is provided with 
a workgroup creation template form <170) which permits the Group Leader to define 
parameters (e.g., the scope of the projection being undertaken) of the workgroup, such 
as the name of the workgroup and the web-site to be created. 

10 Once this form has been completed, the server creates a dedicated web-site 

(180) having the name chosen by Group Leader and the Group Leader is prompted to 
identify the number and contact addresses of the group members and the types of user 
applications which axe to be utilized during the project. The server then sends details 
of the newly created dedicated web-rite to the members of the group (Workers) 

J5 nominated by the Group Leader (190). The details of the web-site are generally sent 
in the form of an B-mail message which provides each Worker with the address of the 
web-she, an invitation to Join the workgroup and, if applicable* the password required 
for gaining access to tbe site (see later). In an alternative system, it is envisioned that 
Workers may be notified of the details of the Web-she by facsimile or by pager. 

20 Once the Workers have been notified of the existence of the web-she, the 

workgroup remains operational until all workgroup activities have been completed 
(200). When the Group Leader decides that there is no lopger a requirement for the 
workgroup, tbe workgroup Is closed (210) and the dedicated web-site is deleted from 
the server (220), Prior to closure and deletion of the web-site. Group Leader Is given 

25 the option of downloading and storing all the data from the site for archive purposes. 

During the creation of a website, Worker nomination, workgroup activity and 
eventual closure of tbe workgroup and deletion of the web-site, all the administrative 
details of the workgroup activity are automatically fed into the administrative 
subsystem for processing 

30 Security is an Important feature of most of business activity and the system of 

the present Invention provides many levels of security which can be selected by the 
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Group Leader to suit his/her individual reeds. For example, a basic form of security 
is to provide the dedicated web-site created whh a password must be entered by both 
the Group Leader and the Workers to gain access to the workgroup. This password 
may be the same for the Group Leader and all the Workers, or every Worker may be 

5 provided with a unique password. Providing each Worker with a unique password also 
permits Group Leader to set up different levels of information which can be accessed 
within the workgroup by each Worker, i.e., the workgroup can be created on a "need 
to know" basis. Examples of other security features include the ability of the Group 
Leader to decide: who has the authority to add new Workers to and/or delete existing 

10 Workers from the group after its creation; who has access to the administrative records 
of the workgroup; and when and if passwords and/or security levels are to he changed. 

As will be apparent, there are many different types of workgroup activities 
which can be performed on a system in accordance with the present invention. Infect, 
it is envisioned that the present system could be adapted to perform many of the tasks' 

15 of conventional LAN- or WAN-based group collaboration systems. Preferred 
workgroup activity applications of the present system include project collaboration, 
discussion, issue management, change control and software management. 

A project collaboration application provides the Group Lc a dr * and Workers 
with a complete environment in which to collaborate on a particular project The 

20 Group Leader can assign tasks with due dates and cflbrt expectations. Workers receive 
E-mail ratifying them of (he workgroup's web-site address as well as their user name 
and password* Workers see only those tasks assigned to them (in a "need to know" set 
up) and they may give feedback as to progress, expected completion date as well as 
time spent on their tasks. The project collaboration application provides all the 

25 discussion and document attachment facilities to support the entire collaboration 
process. 

A discussion application allows the Group Leader and Workers to communicate 
and share ideas in a secure central location. Central discussions are much more 
efficient than E-mail. Rather than all discussion information existing in personal B- 
30 mall in-box, available only to the individual, the data resides in a central knowledge 
hue for all to benefit from. User authentication helps ensure that only the original 
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author of a document or discussion item may edit or delete iL A variety of information 
displays are available and include, for example, showing date in date order, by author 
or by category. Pull text searching of the data Is also an option. 

An issue management application is a collaborative group application designed 
5 to manage the raising and resolution of issues, In workgroups it is preferable that 
every Worker of the group of Workers has the ability to raise, track, assign and 
evaluate the impact of issues. Efficient tracking and resolution within the team ensures 
faster and better results. This application allows the Group Leader and/or Workers to 
compose an issue which automatically notifies the other Workers by E-mail. The 
10 Group Leader can then assign the issue to one of the Workers in the group and follow 
the status through to resolution. 

A change control application provides a process for identifying, estimating and 
approving changes to a project plan and provides a clear framework for management 
of project scope. 

15 A software management application is a specialist application aimed at software 

and information technology departments. The software management application 
permits such organisations to provide customers with a secure, completely interactive 
web-site for managing their software products or internal applications. Customers and 
users can log feature requests and bags, download current software versions, ask 

20 questions and probe a knowledge base easily, using only a standard web-browser. 

An example of the use of the system of the present invention is shown In 
Figures 3a-3g. The Figures provided a £tei>-by-strp look at how a Group Leader 
(hereinafter referred to as Terri) created a dedicated, secure •virtual office" for a 
project team, ntffir fng a project collaboration application. 

25 Terri first contacts the server* clicks on a Create Workgroup Icon and fills out 

a registration form, indicating the name she wishes to use for the dedicated web site 
(■www.involv.net/territcara.nsr). Within a matter of seconds, the web site is created 
and Terri is tinW to her team's flew, secure collaborative project site. Terri is 
immediately challenged for her user name and password (Figure 3a). When user name 

30 and password have been verified, Terri is allowed to access her group's home page 
(Figure 3b). Terri' s web-page Is provided with a Toolbar* to facilitate operation, a 
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"Navigator" to facilitate organisation and a h Workspace" permitting information to be 
input and accessed by Terri and the other group members (Figure 3c). 

Ooc of Terrl T B first tasks to to enter details of all the team members in the 
"Member Profile". Each team member is automatically sent an e.raail Invitation to join 

5 the group (Figure 3d). 

Once details of all the team members have been entered, Terri can start to 
create projects (Figure 3e) and assign tasks within each project to individual members 
of the team (Figure 3f). The Navigaior allows easy tracking of group activities and 
allows details to be displayed in a variety of formats (Figure 3g). 

LO Once all projects have been completed, Terri can permanently close the 

workgroup and delete the "ttnlteam" web-site form the server. 
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THE EMBODIMENTS OF THE INVENTION IN WHICH AN 7 EXCLUSIVE 
PROPERTY OR PRIVILEGE IS CLAIMED ARE DEFINED AS FOLLOWS: 
L A system for providing a virtual office, comprising: 

(i) an Internet-connected server having input and access capabilities; 

(ii) a means on the server (or receiving instructions input from a first remote 
site and for creating a dedicated internet web-siie having a unique address based on the 
received instructions; 

(iii) means to Communicate the unique address of the dedicated web-site to 
a nominated second remote site; 

(iv) means to access contents of the dedicated web-site by the second remote 
site via a web-browser installed at the second remote site; and 

(y) means to store information in the dedicated web-site Input via a web- 
browser installed at the first or the second remote site. 

2. A system to provide a team of users with internet-based gioupware application 
functionality, comprising: 

(0 an Internet-connected server having a means to receive an initiate 
instruction from a remote primary user; 

(u) a means to create a dcdicaicd web-she on the server in response to the 
Initiate Instruction; 

(tii) means to send information including the address of the dedicated web- 
site to at least one secondary user nominated by the primary user; 

Qv) means to receive information at the dedicated web-site sent by the at 
least one secondary user over the internet; 

(v) means to store information at the dedicated web-site at the request of the 
primary and the at least one secondary user; 

(vi) means to permit processing of the information stored at the dedicated 
web-site by the primary and the at least one secondary user; and 

(vii) means to download stored and processed information to die primary user 
and the at least one secondary user for display. 
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3. The system according to claim 1, wherein the primary user sends the initiate 
instruction via a web-browser. 

4. The system according to claim 1, wherein the means to send information 
comprises e-mail. 

5. The system according to claim 1. wherein the means to receive information 
comprises a web-browser. 

6. The system according to claim 1, wherein the means to permit processing of the 
otorcd information comprises providing the primary user with a workgroup activity 
application. 

7. The system according to claim 1 , wherein the workgroup activity application 
is selected from the group comprising project collaboration, discussion, issue 
management, change control and software management. 

8. A method for providing a virtual office, comprising: 

(i) providing an Internet-connected server having upload and download 
capabilities; 

(ii) receiving instructions uploaded from a first remote site and for creating 
a dedicated internet web-she on the server, the dedicated web-site having a unique 
address based on the received instructions; 

OH) communicating the unique address of the dedicated web-site to a 
nominated second remote site; 

(iv) downloading contents of the dedicated web-site to the second remote site 
via a web-browser installed at the second remote site; 

(v) storing information in the dedicated web-site uploaded via a web- 
browser installed at the first or the second remote site. 
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